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FOREWORD 


LITERACY AND LIBERATION IN 
THE AMERICAN GULAG 


Books are a point of gathering and a point of departure. In their pages one meets 
fantastical characters, the unbelievable true things in history, and the all-too-true 
depictions of human frailty and greatness that populate novels and poetry. 
Books are a meeting place, an opportunity for people to converse and commune, 
to share ideas and insights across what they have read and what they would like 
to read. And they are a launch pad, taking us to faraway places where we can 
laugh, love, dream, cry, and understand in ways we didn’t know were possible. 


Such power of books is magnified in prison. Their capacity to inform and to 
inspire, to ground and to escape, is even more urgent in an environment where 
people’s mobility and access to information is constrained by armed guard, 
slabs of concrete, and rows of razor wire. In 1970, the imprisoned Black Panther 
George Jackson wrote that he "met Marx, Lenin, Trotsky, Engels, and Mao when 
| entered prison and they redeemed me." But the books needn't be political to 
provide a portal to the outside that prison otherwise denies. Reading, a woman 
in a North Carolina prison told scholar Megan Sweeney, "is my window."! 


The window of literacy has a checkered history in American incarceration. At 
their inception, American prisons were little more than slave camps. North and 
South, prisons forced people to labor under threat of harsh punishment. Where 
they were not premised on enslavement, prisons championed complete isolation 
on the mistaken idea that a lack of human contact would compel penitence. 
Instead, it imposed madness. Soon, even the total isolation prisons became 
labor camps and warehouses as well.2 


1 George Jackson, 
Soledad Brother: The 
Prison Letters of George 
Jackson. (Chicago: 
Lawrence Hill, 1994 
(1970); Megan Sweeney, 
Reading is My Window: 
Books and the Art of 
Reading in aWomen’s 
Prison (Chapel Hill: 
University of North 
Carolina Press, 2010). 


2 Scott Christianson, 
With Liberty for Some: 
Five Hundred Years of 
Imprisonment in America 
(Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 1998); 
Jen Manion, Liberty's 
Prisoners: Carceral 
Culture in Early America 
(Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 
2015). 
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3 Eric Cummins, The 
Rise and Fall of Cali- 
fornia’s Radical Prison 
Movement (Stanford: 
Stanford University 
Press, 1994). 


4 Dan Berger, Captive 
Nation: Black Prison 
Organizing in the Civil 
Rights Era (Chapel Hill: 
University of North 
Carolina Press, 2014). 


5 National Research 
Council, The Growth 

of Incarceration in the 
United States: Exploring 
Causes and Conse- 
quences (Washington, 
D.C. : The National 
Academies Press, 2014). 


6 Marie Gottschalk, The 
Prison and the Gallows: 
The Politics of Mass 
Incarceration in America 
(Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006) 
and Caught: The Prison 
State and the Lockdown 
of American Politics 
(Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2014); 
Heather AnnThompson, 
"Why Mass Incarcera- 
tion Matters: Rethinking 
Decline, Crisis, and Trans- 
formation in Postwar 
American History," 
Journal of American 
History, 97:3 (2010), 
703-734. 
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Things began to shift after World War Il. Maybe, some officials thought, literacy 
could help reform the troubled souls in prison. California led the way in this 
regard with something called "bibliotherapy." The state equipped its institutions 
with libraries and encouraged their wards to read and write. Other facilities 
sponsored prisoner newspapers, where men and women could sharpen their 
skills by writing of goings-on in the institution.? 


Bibliotherapy and related efforts were a tremendous success: many prisoners 
did take greater interest in literacy and what it offered. The problem, so far as 
the institutions were concerned, is that the tools of literacy cannot be so narrowly 
plied. "Knowledge," Frederick Douglass wrote, "“unfits a child to be a slave." And 
so it was in prison as well. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, prisoners saw in 
their Bibles stories of courage and redemption. They saw in their lawbooks 
opportunities to reform their abysmal conditions. And they saw in their own 
experiences the chance to expose racism and violence in prison. They drafted 
books, started their own insurgent newspapers, and penned letters read by 
numerous supporters outside of prison.* 


As significantly, they shared books with each other. They passed physical copies 
from cell to cell. And some even hand copied whole books—The Autobiography 
of Malcolm X, Soul on Ice, Soledad Brother, and others—onto legal pads to make 
up for their limited number of copies of the books themselves. 

The more than four-decade experiment now called "mass incarceration" was 

and remains a blow against this kind of insurgent literacy. Between 1973 

and 2009, the American prison population exploded by 500%—from 200,000 
people incarcerated in 1970 to more than 2.2 million in 2016. Approximately one 
out of every hundred Americans is in prison. The statistics are more sobering 
when considering the racial, economic, and gendered disparities. America’s 
incarcerated are almost uniformly working class and disproportionately Black or 
Latino/a. One in nine Black men between the ages of 20 and 34 is incarceratéd, 
making their rate of imprisonment six times greater than that of white men, 
while Latino and Native American men’s rates of imprisonment are three and 
two times that of white men, respectively. In women’s prisons, African Americans, 
Native Americans, and Latinas are also disproportionately incarcerated in 
comparison to their white counterparts at similar rates. Although much less data 
exists about transgender and gender non-conforming people’s incarceration 
rates, a national self-reporting survey in 2011 found one in six of all respondents, 
and one in two African Americans, had previously served time in jail or prison.® 


The extent of American imprisonment is stunning and distinctive; so is its 
character and reach. The United States is alone among industrialized nations in 
retaining the death penalty, making widespread use of life without parole 
sentences that function as an indirect death penalty, charging juveniles as adults 
and sentencing them to life in prison for crimes committed as teenagers, shackling 
incarcerated women during childbirth, and holding so many people (around 
80,000 as of 2014) in solitary confinement, despite the demonstrated challenges 
that such isolation places on one’s mental and physical health. The United Nations 
considers more than 15 days in solitary confinement to amount to torture, 

yet prisoners in the U.S. may spend decades in complete isolation. Since 2009, 

a Congressional act has required 34,000 immigrants to be detained on a daily 
basis, which has required arrests to stay apace with deportations.® 


The problem extends far beyond the prison itself. In addition to the more 
than two million people incarcerated in prisons, jails, and detention centers, 
another five million are under some other form of correctional control, 

such as parole, probation, or house arrest. Upon release, former prisoners 


with felony convictions encounter a dense web of laws that restrict their access 
to housing, employment, welfare benefits, and political participation. More than 
six million people were unable to vote in the 2016 presidential elections due to 
laws disenfranchising people with felony convictions—more than five times the 
number in 1976. Felony convictions currently prevent one in 40 otherwise eligible 
Americans from voting, and one in 13 voting-age African Americans. These 
restrictions also limit the jobs, educational opportunities, or housing options 
people with a conviction may access.’ 


These and other "invisible punishments" also destabilize the families, kinship 
networks, and wider communities and neighborhoods from where prisoners 
come and to where they may return. For example, despite their exclusion from the 
political process, prisoners are still counted as part of the overwhelmingly 

rural and white districts where they are incarcerated rather than the 
disproportionately urban and Black or Latino districts where they once lived 

and to where many of them will return. And among the myriad consequences 

for families is the reality that imprisonment has become a significant driver 

of foster care cases and permanent losses of parental rights.® 


This attack on the rights of incarcerated people has limited literacy options. 
Prisons installed televisions and reduced their libraries. The protests and lawsuits 
waged between the 1960s and 1980s expanded some First Amendment 
protections to prisoners, especially in reducing censorship of letters and books. 
Yet subsequent court cases restricted many such rights. The 1994 Prison 
Litigation Reform Act curtailed options for prisoner lawsuits, while the Supreme 
Court in 2006 held that states could deny newspapers, magazines, and other 
reading material to those in Level II solitary confinement. And on and on: prisons 
have sought to shore up their power by denying people literacy. Even where 
literacy has not been denied outright, officials have tried to limit the available books 
to urban fiction and romance novels—fine genres in and of themselves, 

but telling that prison officials want to shut out other kinds of reading material.9 


Such attacks make the work of organizations like Books to Prisoners necessary. 
These volunteer initiatives have sprouted up around the country; some have 
folded over the years, but many, including the one in Seattle, have withstood the 
decades. Their longevity provides a counter-history of mass incarceration: proof 
positive that literacy continues to empower men, women, and others in prison. It 
is certainly the case that providing reading material won’t break bars. But it 
might bend them. It won’t stop police or prosecutors. But it might counter them. 
It can’t abolish isolation. But it can spark conversation. 


Books cannot provide liberation. But without them, liberation is impossible. 


Written by Dan Berger, 2017. 


Dan Berger is the author or editor of several books, including Captive Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the 
Civil Rights Era and Rethinking the American Prison Movement. He teaches history and ethnic studies at the 
University of Washington Bothell. 


7 Jean Chung, "Felony 
Disenfranchisement: 

A Primer," Sentencing 
Project (May 10, 2016) 
http://www.sentencing- 
project.org/publications/ 
felony-disenfranchise- 
ment-a-primer/; Michelle 
Alexander, The New Jim 
Crow: Mass Incarceration 
in an Age of Colorblina- 
ness (New York: The New 
Press, 2010). 


8 Mauer, Marc and 
Meda Chesney-Lind, eds., 
Invisible Punishment: 
The Collateral Conse- 
quences of Mass Incar- 
ceration (New York: The 
New Press, 2002). 


9 Colin Dayan, The 
Law Is a White Dog: 
How Legal Rituals Make 
and Unmake Persons 
(Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2011); 
Keramet Reiter, 23/7: 
Pelican Bay Prison and 
the Rise of Long-Term 
Solitary Confinement 
(New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2016). 
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INTRODUCTION 


1 Timothy Inklebarger, 
"Restricting Books 
behind Bars," American 
Libraries, June 1, 2018. 


2 Bernadette Rabuy 
and Daniel Kopf, Prisons 
of Poverty: Uncovering 
the Pre-incarcera- 

tion Incomes of the 
Imprisoned, report, 

July 9, 2015, accessed 
October 8, 2018, www. 
prisonpolicy.org/reports/ 
income.html. 


3 Tammi Arford, 
“Captive Knowledge: 
Censorship and Control 
in Prison Libraries” 
(Ph.D. diss., Northeastern 
University, 2013). 


4 According to our 
internal survey results 
from 2017, conducted 
with inmates from 
roughly 150 federal 
facilities, 74.15% report 
restrictions on library 
visits if in solitary; 
among those, 23.65% 
report no other access to 
the prison library books. 
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A NOTE FROM THE EDITORS 


The first question that people often have for Books to Prisoners is, why you? 
Why aren’t family members or friends going to thrift shops and mailing books to 
loved ones? The answer is quite simple: they are banned from making this 
simple gesture. Citing security concerns, prison systems only allow books that 
arrive from approved vendors!—generally expensive, brand-new books shipped 
from large, online vendors. Given the staggeringly high rates of indigence 
among inmates and their families,? it is unreasonable to expect families to be 
able to regularly purchase these materials. | 


Surely then, there are other resources available within the prison system for 
inmates to rely on? Unfortunately, that’s not the case either. Many prison libraries 
are underresourced, and access to these libraries are often restricted based on 

a number of factors that are beyond an inmate’s control.? In many instances, those 
in solitary confinement have no access to books outside their cells.* 


Books to Prisoners steps in to provide a free alternative. We send packages 

of books at no cost to an inmate or their family. In order to alleviate the financial 
burden that already comes with postage, packing material, and printed 
materials (such as invoices), we rely mostly on donated literatures. We've grown 
a motley collection over the years as a result, and our library stocks everything 
from travel guides and instruction manuals to vampire romance novels 

and comic books. 


We receive 1,000 to 1,300 requests for books each month. The most popular 
requests are dictionaries, thesauruses, African-American history and fiction, 
Native American studies, legal materials, GED materials, and foreign language 
learning materials (particularly Spanish). Other common requests include 
genre fiction such as westerns and horror, vocational-technical manuals, politics, 
anthropology, art and drawing books (including blank notebooks), and books 

on paranormal phenomena. 


Our organization is entirely volunteer run. Volunteers read the request letters 
and comb through the library of books to find the best possible selection to 
send. These books are then packaged by the staff and mailed out at the end of 
each week. 


In the spring of 2015, we decided to put out a call. With each package of books 
that we mailed, we inserted a note—an invitation—asking inmates to express 

in their own words what this exchange meant for them and how it affected their 
lives behind bars. 


This is a selection of responses from those who have written back. 


AIK) FACETS” pet eg Ne peat nota rooting Metta 


Written by Michelle Dillon & Bo-Won Keum, 2017. 


Michelle Dillon served as Books to Prisoners’ program coordinator from 2014 to 2017. She managed 300+ 
volunteers annually, including volunteer groups and interns, and wrote the majority of its state and federal 
grant proposals. She now works for the Human Rights Defense Center. 


Bo-Won Keum is an artist, educator, and designer who came to this project with the help of several grants 
from the Rhode Island School of Design. She is the researcher and editor of this book. 


Enjoy your book and please send us your feedback in return! 

in an effort to reise funds and awareness for the work that we do at Books fo Prisoners, we are 
hoping to pul together a published book of letters from people who have received books from 
us. Please send Us 2 letter letting us know what this service means to you or anything you want 
US and Gthers to know about how receiving these books has affected your life. Feel free to 
express your feelings about Books ip Prisoners in writing, drawing, poetry, comics, or any other 
format that you wish. We need your permission to publish your letiers, so please write at the top 
of the letter: BOOKS TO PRISONERS HAS MY PERMISSION TO PUBLISH THIS LETTER and 
make sure to Sign i You can also let us know if you want us to use your real name in the book, 
otherwise ail submissions will be kept anonymous. By submifiting your work fo us, you are giving 
permission for it te potentially be used in other media distributed by Books to Prisoners, including 
publication on cur website. 


ee ee 


Books to Prisoners 
clo Left Bank Books 
$2 Pike St, Box A 
Seaittie, WAS8101 


We're looking forward to hearing from you! 
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“IT started my sentence in 1978 when 


I was 21 years old... Here I am at 
58 years old much wiser and calmer 
now thanks to people who care 
enough to share books to those of 
us forgotten by society and who 
can’t afford to purchase books. 


If only I had access to books back 
when I was a young man, who 
knows who I might be today or 
where!” 
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WE ARE MEN, NOT NUMBERS 


| “The next thing I knew I had 
| travelled around the world and - 
| educated myself.” 


Many prisoners address Left Bank Books in 

their letters. In order to run its operations, Books 
to Prisoners partners with Left Bank Books, 

a bookstore located at 92 Pike Street in the heart 
of Pike Place Market in Seattle, WA. 
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receive any mail. 


Thank you for giving the 
mailman a reason to stop at 
my cell door.” 


Prisoners write their book requests to Books to 
Prisoners by hand and then tuck the letter in 

an envelope. Sometimes, the envelope will include 
an extra note or a picture. 
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WE ARE MEN, NOT NUMBERS 1 Bernadette Rabuy and 
Daniel Kopf, “Prisons of 
Poverty: Uncovering the 
Pre-incarceration Incomes 
of the Imprisoned’? Prison 
Policy Initiative, (July 
9, 2015) http://www. 
prisonpolicy.org/reports/ 
income.html (accessed 
October 8, 2018) 


“Please keep on doing this, it 
impacts us inmates and means 
more than anyone on the 
other side of these walls could 
possibly understand.” 


People in deep poverty are disproportionately 
incarcerated.' Life lived in economically depressed 
areas without solid pathways to education or 
employment will lead to a situation where one is 
unable to access and afford the best legal 
representation. 


If one is very poor, chances are that one’s family is 
also poor. Many families of the incarcerated 

are unable to provide for books, materials, and 
other basic things that one would need in a 
situtation of confinement. 
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WE ARE MEN, NOT NUMBERS 


*““What was a real shock was 


that you actually sent me every 
book I asked for.” 


Anthony’s shock is not unwarranted. Books 

to Prisoners operates almost entirely on sending 
donated books; thus, meeting the demand for 
specific books is always a challenge. 
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WE ARE MEN, NOT NUMBERS 


“Through a book, we are, for 
a short time, whole again... we 
are men. Not numbers.” 


Minimum, medium, and high-security prisons are 
all designed differently to hold inmates convicted 
of different classes of crimes, each incorporating 
different levels of security, program needs, 

and staffing requirements. Minimum and medium- 
security facilities, for example, both provide 

more opportunities for inmates to work in-house 
jobs than maximum-security prisons do. The 

level of security facility can also dictate how inmates 
are housed, be it in dormitories or individual cells. 


One can be placed in a high-security prison 

as a medium-custody inmate. This means one is 
eligible for placement at a work camp with a 
secure perimeter, but is not eligible for placement 
in an outside work assignment without armed 
supervision. 
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‘Long days in a single cell can 
really play mean tricks on a 
mind without books to keep it 
occupied... 


With every book you send me 
it’s like you're taking me out to 
the movies.” 


PAGE 65 


IT’S LIKE YOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 


“The women here read books 
and pass them around until 
they fall apart.” 


Mentioned are inmate favorites James Patterson, 
Stephen King and Ann Rule. Jonathan Grisham, 
Tom Clancy, Michael Connelly, and Dan Brown are 
also frequently requested authors. 
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IT’S LIKE YOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 


“It felt like it was Christmas 
yesterday when I received the 
books you sent me.” 


Many inmates describe the moment of receiving a 
book as similar to that of getting a Christmas gift. 
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IT’S LIKE YOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 


“T don’t have anyone left on the 
streets. I’m doing natural life.” 


Many people get confused when distinguishing 
a life sentence from a natural life sentence, as 
they sound extremely similar. When a defendant 
is sentenced to life in prison, they will be 

eligible for parole after they have served 25 
years behind bars. 


In contrast, an offender who is given a natural 
life prison sentence will live the rest of their life 
in a jail cell, until the day they die. 
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IT’S LIKEYOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 2 Valerie Kiebala and 
Sal Rodriguez, “FAQ,’ 


Solitary Watch, October 
2018, http://www.soli- 
tarywatch.org/facts/faq/ 
(accessed October 10, 
2018). 


“IT love to read and it’s how I 
escape from being in a cell 24 
hours a day.” 


Mark is in an isolation unit in a Super-Max 

prison. This means that he is alone 23 to 24 hours 
each day.2 He eats alone. He bathes alone. He 
sleeps alone. The most human ‘interaction’ occurs 
through a small slot in a steel door. 


| “We go through rough phases where prison officials 
| don’t want to provide us inmates in isolation 
| books,” he writes. “Moreover, with budget cuts, or 
| maybe [as] a form of punishment, books are 

cut from our unit.” 
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IT’S LIKEYOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 3 “Inmate Information 
Handbook Federal 


| Bureau of Prisons 7 

Federal Bureau of 

| Prisons, November 2012, 

| hitps://www.bop.gov/ 

| locations/institutions/ 
spg/SPG_aohandbook. 
pdf (accessed October 
28, 2018). 


4 Ibid. 


| 5 Ibid. 


“T still can’t believe I have a 
book of my own.” 


Different systems have slightly different regulations, 
but all federal prisons apply restrictions to 

articles of clothing, mementos of home, and items 
purchased through the commissary? (such as 

food or notebooks). Clothing, for example, is often 
limited to certain colors, values, and styles in 
order to eliminate what prisons call signifiers of gang 
affiliations.4 These regulations are generally 

laid out in each prison’s regulations documents. 
For example, inmates within the Federal Bureau of 
Prisons are restricted to a maximum of 25 

loose photographs and one photo album kept in 
their possession.° 


Prisons claim that too many items increase the risk 
of liability for the prison, including fire hazards. 
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IT’S LIKE YOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 


“Kindness isn’t something you 
see on Death Row.” 
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IT’S LIKE YOU'RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 6 “Inmate Gender,’ 
Federal Bureau of 


Prisons, November 24 
2018, https://www.bop. 
gov/about/statistics/ 
statistics_inmate_gender. 
jsp/ (accessed December 
10, 2018). 


| 


‘My dorm has over 130 women. 
We have nothing but time.” 


Books to Prisoners receives over 15,000 letters 

a year from inmates of all kinds of demographics 
all over the country. According to its records, 
approximately 7-8% of the letters that Books to 
Prisoners has received recently are from 
incarcerated women. This is proportional to the 
percentage of incarcerated individuals in 

the United States who identify as women.® 
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IT’S LIKEYOU’RE TAKING ME OUT TOTHE MOVIES 7 Valerie Kiebala and 
Sal Rodriguez, “FAQ/’ 


Solitary Watch, October 
2018, http://www. 
solitarywatch.org/facts/ 
faq/ (accessed October 
10, 2018). 


8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 


10 Ibid. 


“No TVs in seg, so it’s that much 
more special.” 


Books are a particular lifeline to those who are 
held in solitary confinement. Incarcerated people 
held in solitary confinement (also known as 
administrative segregation or “ad seg”) spend 
almost all of their time in a single cell that 
generally measures from 6 x 9 to 8 x 10 feet—the 
size of an average bathroom.’ Often, they are 
only allowed to leave the confines of their room 
for one hour a day, and only on five days out 

of each week.® During this hour they are allowed 
to exercise in another room or a fenced outdoor 
area.? In some facilities, prisoners cannot leave 
their cells even for phone calls, visits from 
family, or to go to the prison library."9 
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“T’ve been locked up since I was a 
teenager. Everything I know about 
the right and wrong way to live, 

I had to find out while I’ve been 
incarcerated... 


It can be said that children go in 
and wild animals come out, but it 
doesn’t have to be like that.” 
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PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IFTHE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 


“Books are tools to educate 
myself.” : | — 


This inmate writes, “You have been assisting with 
books on how to be a successful entrepreneur once 
| get out.” 


With a decline in funding and a rise in for-profit 
prisons, many inmates have limited access to 

high quality rehabilitation programs."! Books to 
Prisoners often fulfills this role by sending 
instructional materials to those who request them. 


11 Justin George, 
“What Are Inmates 
Learning in Prison? 
Not Much.’ The 
Marshall Project, May 
31 2017, http://www. 
themarshallproject. 
org/2017/05/31/what-are- 
inmates-learning- 
in-prison-not-much/ 
(accessed October 10, 
2018). 


ROOKS To PRTRONERS HAS NAY PERNITSSTON To PUBLTSH 
TAES VYETTER 


DEAR Books To PRISONERS, 


T WANT To THANK You FoR HELPING AND SUPPLYING 
ME WITH THE Tools (Hooks) To. EDUCATE MYSELF, 
T'M ScreLDULED To BE RELEASED IN THE NEAR 
FUTURE AND YOU HAVE BEEN ASSISTING WITH 
Books on HOw Jo @ 66 A SUCCESSFUL ENTREPAENEVR 


DNCE. T GET ovT. I'M vERY GRATEFUL To You AND £ 
APPRECTATE YOUR GUIDANCE AN HoSPrtTalrry, THANK 
‘You FoR EVERYTHING, 


PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IFTHE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 


“When I get out I'll hopefully 
continue in helping fight for the - .- 
human rights of the voiceless.” 


Books to Prisoners provides hope to the many 
people who are able to use the books they receive 
for self-education and to build their futures. 


The John B. Connally Unit is a maximum-security 
prison for males located in Karnes County, Texas. 
The facility has a maximum capacity of 2,148 
inmates. Of the 602 employees, only 7 serve as 
education employees: roughly one for every 

300 prisoners.'2 


12 Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice, “John 
B. Connally Unit” http:// 
www.tdcj.texas.gov/ 
unit_directory/cy.html 
(accessed January 19, 
2019). 
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PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IFTHE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 
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“T plan to join your efforts by 
providing small things like 
books and study materials.” 


Books to Prisoners often asks for donations in 


stamps. Many prisoners respond with stamps that 
are available in their facility. 


PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IFTHE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 


“I get out soon and got some 
dreams I want to see through 
to fruition.” : 


Self-expression doesn’t stop at the prison gate. 
People want to express their gratitude and have 
only a pen and paper with which to do that. 


And with the long stretches of time yawning 
in front of most of our patrons, why not spend it 
developing artistic skills? 
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PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IFTHE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 


“TI want to study home building 
and home improvement.” 


> 


Books to Prisoners has my permission to publish this letter 


ee you 50 Mach Qe de home improvement book: 
ois above and behond whut | expected. 


| want + Study home building and home improvement 
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PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IFTHE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 


“I want to one day relocate to a 
French-speaking country where - 
I can start a new life.” 


Inmates often request language-learning materials. 
In many cases, Books to Prisoners is able to 
provide useful materials in the requested language 
and level of study. Because Books to Prisoners 
relies on donations, sometimes the requests cannot 
be matched or can be fulfilled only with a combi- 
nation of entry-level textbooks. 
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PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IF THE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 13 Tammi Arford, 
“Captive Knowledge: 
Censorship and Control 
in Prison Libraries” (Ph.D. 
diss., Northeastern 
University, 2013). 


“Spanish is now my second 
language. I’m a student for life.”’- .- 


Books for learning Spanish are the most 
commonly requested. Other common language- 
material requests are for Japanese and 
American Sign Language. 


Some prison systems at various points in time 

have attempted to restrict books in other languages, 
particularly ASL, because of concerns about 
inmates using “code.”'3 


Ge 


jw 


‘hraru is sé J She he lat In K stimiuehe 
Tacia 
ove doubt thet Yo 


OF ynNanNny. 


* 


Q 


> g blessing in the e 


J 5 

ee aa. 
. . .. . @ oo,  ~- 4 
a ee 


In cet 2! 


PRISONS CAN BE USED LIKE UNIVERSITIES IF THE CIRCUMSTANCES ARE RIGHT 


“Prisons can be used 
like universities if the 
circumstances are right.” 
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“[It’s] the only chance of hope to 
escape the madness prisons are 
known for. 


I am free as I chase word by 
word, page by page!”’ 
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THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPETO ESCAPE 


“It’s an escape to wherever your 
mind takes you, as long as it’s 
away from the chaos.” 
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THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPE TO ESCAPE 


“The books are wonderful 
and an excellent distraction 
from prison life.” 
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April 15, 2015 


Books to Prisoners 
c/o Left Bank Books 
Box A 

92 Pike Street 
Seattle, WA 98101 


Re: Book receipt feedback 
Books to Prisoners: 


Please accept this letter as sincere thanks for the excellent 
books mailed in response to my request. They are wonderful and 
an excellent distraction from prison life. Used books allowed. 


Each of the two books I received will be read by me and 
offered to other inmates for reading enjoyment or donated to 
‘the institution inmate library. They are sincerely appreciated 
and will receive internal distribution around the institution. 


Please accept this letter as my acknowledgement of Books to 
Prisoners dedication to an unfortunate seqment of the population; 
prison inmates. + Books to Prisoners efforts and donations of 
sponsors are sincerely appreciated and shared to their maximum 
benefit to prisoners. Please continue your outreach efforts. 


Please note BOOKS TO PRISONERS HAS MY PERMISSION TO PUBLISH 
THIS LETTER and inquiries are weicome and invited.by my real-name. 


Sincerely, 


(i 


Carl Tisthammer 

Reg No 46827-112 

Federal Correctional Complex 
P O Box 1000 
Petersburg, VA 23804-1000 


THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPETO ESCAPE 


“TI get so many envious looks 
from others...” 


Comic books are one of the most commonly 
requested items. Unfortunately, they are 
also heavily regulated, as officials are quick 
to censor material that they deem violent 

or inappropriate. 
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I} CORINTHIANS 13:11 KJ\ 


Vv, 
DaySpring 


Your heart. God’s love. 


Scripture taken from the Holy Bible, King James Version. 


© DAYSPRING CARD 
SILOAM SPRINGS 
ARKANSAS 


72160-0601 www.dayspring.com MADE IN CHINA 


THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPETO ESCAPE 


“T don’t have to buy a passport, 
airline ticket, or stand in long 
lines waiting to be searched by 
some machine. 


All I have to do is sit back, 
open a National Geographic 
and enjoy.” 


Inmates often request for National Geographic 
issues, along with other travel magazines and books 
about geographic locations. 
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THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPETO ESCAPE 


“Too many inmates just give up. 


But you do your best 
to help us all to keep going.” 
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THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPETO ESCAPE 


“Thank you for the history 
books you sent me this month. 


It has been wonderful 

to continue my knowledge 
of history and also use 

my time here constructively.” 


TRULINCS 63126112 - TYNON, DANIEL NELSON - Unit: TCP-S-A 


FROM: 63126112 

TO: 

SUBJECT: Books to Prisoners 
DATE: 02/24/2015 06:02:33 PM 


Left Bank Books, 


| wish to thank you for the two history books you sent me this month. It has been wonderful to continue my knowledge of 
history and also use my time here constructively. Your kindness and generosity is much appreciated. This is a very worthy 
program and it is my hope that it proves to be a success for your business. Again, thank you 

Daniel Tynon 


You may use my name as you wish 


THE ONLY CHANCE OF HOPETO ESCAPE 


“TIt’s] the only chance of hope 
to escape the madness prisons 
are known for. 


I am free as I chase word by 
word, page by page! 


500, 1000, even 2000 pages are 
never enough.” 
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“It is not only the books that I 
appreciate; more important to me 
is the appreciation that I have 
for you that you would even think 
of, or care about, other people 
that are incarcerated. 


To many people, except for family 
or close friends, prisoners are out- 
of-sight, out-of-mind.” 
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ALL SOCIETY IS NOT AGAINST ME 


‘For many in here, crime is not 
a lifestyle... 


Many made a very bad, stupid 
decision or choice without 
forethought and on impulse.” 
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ALL SOCIETY IS NOT AGAINST ME 


‘T’ve written to lots of people 
about lots of things during my 
incarceration, and it’s pretty 
much all been in vain.” 


lt is often difficult for people who are incarcerated 
to find details on current resources such as book 
programs or legal resources. 


News on the inside trickles through slowly. Much 
information is outdated or based on rumor, and 
inactive organizations continue to receive mail at 
addresses that have not been current for years. 


Books to Prisoners does its best to compile and 
distribute informal resource lists on everything 
from pen pal sites to LGBTO support groups to 
help those who are in need. 
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ALL SOCIETY IS NOT AGAINST ME 


“We are thankful with all of 
you for not seeing us as criminals, 
but as needy peoples seeking 
for help and comprehension, 
love, and some kindness which 
we find in all of you. 


Thank you very much— 
muchismas gracias mis 
hermanos.” 


Books to Prisoners keeps an inventory of Spanish 

literature and reference materials, which are mostly 

used for inmates who are learning the language. 

But the organization will sometimes receive letters 

completely in Spanish, and will in such cases — 
accommodate those requests with the Spanish 

books at hand. 
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ALL SOCIETY IS NOT AGAINST ME 


“It’s reassuring to know that 
even though I am behind bars 
for a crime against society, 
all society 1s not against me.”’ 
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ALL SOCIETY IS NOT AGAINST ME 


“Your program reminds me that 
there are people in the world 
who do not look down upon a 
person for his mistakes.”’ 
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83707 


Books To Prisoners 
c/o Left Bank Books 
92 Pike St. Hoax A 
Seattle, Wa. 

98101 


BOOKS TO PRISONERS gigi wy’ PERMTSSTON YO. PUBLISH THIS LETTER 


’ May 18,2015 


Dear Books To Prisoners, 


I would like to thank you for your generous gift of the Whole 
Truth by David Baldacci. It has brought me hours of escape 
from a dreary existence behind bars. I have passed the book 


on for others' enjoyment while incarcerated. 
Your program is greatly appreciated to me as it gives me the 
opportunity to receive mail but reminds me that there are people 


in the worid who do not look down upon a person for his mistakes. 


Thank you for your generous gift and I hope to help your cause 


with a donation as soon as the opportunity arises. 


Sincerely, 


Idaho State Correctional Center — Indigent Lega! Paper 


>" a Us ra —— Lewd * as - _ = < Se ~ ae et = a ea - . oe eh —s ° an. ie ES * ae DS a na - 


———=- 


“T still remember my first day 
of prison. 


Just the idea that I had so much 
time to do in this tiny cell 
was more than I could handle.” 


PAGE 135 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 14 Wendy Sawyer, "How 
Much Do Incarcerated 


People Earn in Each 
State?" States of Incarcer- 
ation: The Global Context 
2016, Prison Policy 
Initiative, April 10, 2017, 
http:/Avwww.prisonpolicy. 
org/blog/2017/04/10/ 
wages/ (accessed October 
19, 2018) 


15 Ibid. 


“T make $25 amonthif I’m lucky, 
so the ability to get books is zero. 
Ican barely afford soap at times. 


I realize I did wrong; however, 
prison cannot just be a waste 
of time.” 


Inmates often make less than $1 an hour. In North 
Carolina, inmates can be paid as little as 5 
cents per hour, or 40 cents for an eight hour day."4 


It's little wonder that prisoners cannot gather funds 
to purchase books from outside vendors: inmates 
are responsible for buying their own toiletries and 
other items (such as religious materials, shoes, 
and sometime stationery). In some prisons, inmates 
are also charged for their own housing and 

meals or ordered to pay into a victim's compensa- 
tion fund." 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


““T now teach others in prison and 
I share with them the books 
I receive through the Books to 
Prisoners organization.” 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“Prisoners lose touch with reality, 
causing them to become 
cold, distant, alienated, uncaring, 
and antisocial.” 


In addition to the cost of postage, Books to Prisoners 
must pay for shipping materials such as poly- 
mailing bags, wrapping tape, and printed invoices. 
(Invoices are required by the prison to indicate 

the contents of the package and the fact that no 
money is due from the prisoner.) 


Given all of these costs a volume greater than 

of 10,000 packages each year, Books to Prisoners 
spends more than $30,000 just on mailing 
packages of books. This is why donated books are 
so essential; with so much money dedicated 

to mailing costs, it is just not possible to routinely 
allocate a sufficient amount of money to purchase 
popular books such as brand-new dictionaries. 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“Sometimes I feel without 
the books I receive I might 


go crazy.” 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“As I watch the sunset on the 
razor sharp fence, I think 
deep down inside and remember 
things I miss.” 


Books to Prisoners receives at least 2-3 pieces of 
art and poetry a week. People draw on envelopes; 
they write calligraphic messages. These works of 
art range from the simple to the incredibly 
complex, oftentimes presented as beautifully- 
expressed tributes to Books to Prisoners. 


This inmate sent Books to Prisoners three poems, 
one of which is featured here. 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“We at ad-seg only get to come 
out of our cells maybe one 
or two times a week for one 
hour alone. 


It’s been like this for years 
because they say they don’t 
have enough officers.” 


“Ad-Seg” is short for “administrative segregation.” 


This is another term for solitary confinement.'® 


16 Valerie Kiebala and 
Sal Rodriguez, “FAQ,/” 
October 2018, Solitary 
Watch, accessed October 
10, 2018, http:/Awww. 
solitarywatch.org/facts/ 
faq/. 


146 


Hoc Ks TO Rise VEsZ5 AAS {nm 7 feemi S5Siarv to Ki Alish +h, 4 

le tHeA antl USe mw > fF AME =ravs NG é : Ay they SFr. 
’ Lu avlele a natin 
B ooks to (22 1500. ExXS, SJ -¥-47S_ <i 


é TA Le ath Yt at Le this v4 rr a = — el 
all A the a. pte A eee BPHE hes: oY a P leie” 


FP? Ltac 22 oni le Ls 
lon 2h, Albael trxviff = Aer atom 7 EAS.. b)2 
ed _Le Comme ound of log © ek a peter 


| ots AF 
1 al Se ee ae Ltek. he A Ar Bla VE, 


iMAybe 1 
LP Bah nrtidet ge dete Cie wey: 


, 5 
12271 Pears std vo — Ae es Cratids. <2 =, 


Dare. =the es don WAS" ZA GtL A vA ofece (sa 
ae A 
eats Tr £7. (he f - S£ (> Via LO oe \ iy ee ty witho ce 
, LANE aa Pe Art im { Pee 4 f1 £2221 ate neil 1 
p2b Come . cC & Pee £4 ins 4ae 4a) a a“ O12 


tA f 
aa) <DBl\laz ds Eg i —=e O/1AL : Cothei > an BAHL 


iL Lie vv 0 PreoeNste .. l-ell FLO Lit av 

| nly pet Broke. 4 Se Lhowes, en Coutact 
iste ss f, £ i vz, ba FS 4 Ate “i JV. 2 Cavtict 
uta fU 0 Ox E/ set OTL,’ (LLL S . 2 
Booka ez ally — ache , aren zh 2 
Zz aol fi Ot4-1 ae a Ou of mee. 
Dal, Diama shed Sa C2 Lote, Br Se r 


ae —* ve iinet — 
eS thon ai es A ect 


Oe << i lidd __—e- 


| fe oa Ie. me 


| ea et ~ 
4 a 2 


a. Line. All Of Zr. hep SE as Cha Naas 


{ STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“Thanks again for the books, 
they were passed on and 
enjoyed by at least 10 other 
condemned inmates.” 


Death row inmates are generally in solitary 
confinement, in conditions that can be difficult to 
endure. Most prisoners on death row are placed 

in solitary confinement until their execution, which 
in some cases can be decades. Long-term solitary 
confinement is not limited to those on death row; 
a prisoner in Louisiana who was released in 

2016 had spent the previous 43 years in solitary 
confinement.!/ 


According to our surveys, most people in solitary 
confinement can access books only through a cart 
and by mail. Their time out of the cell is spent in 
concrete “recreational” areas and in the shower. 


17 Pilkington, Ed. 
“Albert Woodfox released 
from jail after 43 years 

in solitary confinement.’ 
The Guardian. February 
19, 2016. Accessed 
October 20, 2018. https:// 
www.theguardian.con/ 
us-news/2016/feb/19/ 
albert-woodfox-released- 
louisiana-jail-43-years- 
solitary-confinement. 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 18 Rachael Kamel and 
Bonnie Kerness, “The 
Prison Inside the Prison: 
Control Units, Supermax 
Prisons, and Devices of 
Torture” (Philadelphia: 
American Friends Service 
Committee, 2003) in 
Justice Visions, https:// 
static.prisonpolicy.org/ 
scans/afsc/prison-in- 
side-prison.pdf (accessed 
November 20, 2018). 


19 Tammi Arford, 
“Captive Knowledge: 
Censorship and Control 
in Prison Libraries” (Ph.D. 
diss., Northeastern 
University, 2013). 


“Our library hours are 3-5PM 
for 2 hours at a rate of 20 men 
per each half hour. 


That’s only 80 men per week 
out of 376 men; 296 men do not 
get to the library.” 


Library access is inconsistent across prisons; 
they vary from a few hours each week to several 
hours each day. Prison libraries may also close 
due to budget shortages, staffing shortages, or 
lockdowns (in which all prisoners are kept in 
their cells for 22-23 hours each day; lockdowns 
have been known to last months at a time.)'® 


Many decisions about prison libraries are made 
from the top down, at the state or prison level, and 
may not be based on the needs of the prisoners 
themselves.'19 Some examples include the amount 
of library funding and how much time the superin- 
tendent allows each unit to browse the stacks. 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“You have to fight to get a 
library pass, pay for it, or be 
friendly with the guard.” 


Different prisons have different policies for 
frequency of library visits. Our surveys tell us that 
some are allowed to visit multiple times each 
week while other wait for months for their unit’s 
turn to go. 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“Our prison library has been 
closed for two months now.” 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 20 Tammi Arford, 
“Captive Knowledge: 
Censorship and Control 
in Prison Libraries” 
(Ph.D. diss., Northeastern 
University, 2013). 


“At virtually all penal facilities, 
the library is the least-funded of 
all programs.” 


Each state accounts for prison library budgets 
differently. 


Many prison librarians state that libraries in their 
facilities are poorly supported, and have been 

so for decades.2° Inmates in correspondence with 
Books to Prisoners have described losing 

access to their libraries or watching them dwindle 
to nothing. 


Books to Prisoners also receives many letters from 
prison chaplains begging for donations, and from 
librarians who describe using tape to rebind popular 
books that they don't have the money to replace. 
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| STILL REMEMBER MY FIRST DAY AT PRISON 


“This unit is a TOC Mental 
Health Program and as such we 

| are segregated completely 

| from the rest of the prison. This 

| includes the prison library... 


Through the help of Books to 
Prisoners, the library has grown 
to over 200 books...” 
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PRISON BOOKS COLLECTIVE 
2811 Hillsborough Rd 
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